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Abstract 


The article is devoted to the description of the house-spirit, Domovoj, a mythological per- 
sonage in the folk beliefs of the Dagestan peoples. The whole nomenclature and functions 
of the mentioned image are given with a detailed indication of its geographical distribu- 
tion and peculiarities depending on the given ethnic environment. 
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The house-spirit, or Domovoj, ` played an important role in the folk beliefs of 
the peoples of Dagestan. This is seen in the mythology of the Avar-Ando- 
Dido ethno-linguistic group. Among the Andis, Domovgj is called Cinkal (lit. 
“rag”) (Seferbekov 2013: 78-90), among the Karatins—Risidobo (Seferbekov 
2009: 57), among the Bezhta people—Roho (Luguev/Magomedov 1994: 
237). The Khunzakhs call it Xeeglelo (Seferbekov/Sigabudinov 2006: 99), 
while the Andalals name it Ad begahlunab Zo (lit. “something, which is 
heaped up”) (Seferbekov 2009: 59-61) and the Gidatlins—Sadraahan (lit. 
“lord of night”) (Seferbekov 2004: 74). 

The same variety of the mentioned personage can be found in Dargin 
mythology. The Tsudakhars call it Cebilhan (lit. “somebody who is heaped 
up”), the Akushins—Kibilhan, the Mekegins—Kibirgzan, the Kharbuks— 
Kibils (lit. ‘incumbent”), the Kaytags—Cibils, the Syurgins—Cikabilsan, 
the Urakhins—Simagzada, the Burkun-Dargins—Sigzitti, the Megebs— 
Xvyarku-Saytlan (Israpilova 2010: 101-116). 


' It is a Russian term, widely used by the North Caucasian authors, for “house-spirit, 
brownie, boggard”. An adjective from Russian dom "house". 
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The Laks call the house-spirit Suhasulu (Bulatova 2000: 353), the Lez- 
gins—Xsvarc (Rizaxanova 2005: 290), the Tabasaranians—Ruh (Seferbe- 
kov 2000: 18), the Aguls—Bureks (Bulatova/Islammagomedov/Mazanaev 
2008: 225). 

Domovoj has different names also among the Turkic peoples of Dage- 
stan; cf. Kumyk Basdirig (GadZieva 2005: 411), Nogay Bastirtk (Gimbatova 
2005: 174), Azerbaijani-Turkish of Dagestan Kara-basma (lit. “black stran- 
gler”) (Seferbekov 2005: 100), Terekemen—Gara-basmis (GadZieva 1990: 
194). 

The Mountain Jews identify Domovoj as Xyursek (Semenov 2013: 158). 

The house-spirit in Dagestan has a syncretic and ambivalent nature, 
which is typical for all chthonic mythological creatures. It can be amor- 
phous, phytomorphic, zoomorphic, and anthropomorphic in appearance. 
Its gender is not specified. It is neither man, nor woman, but of neutral 
gender, sometimes an androgen. 

Domovoj’s habitats are the unreclaimed and “hostile” places, such as 
rocks, caves, forests, etc., and sometimes corners of houses, cattle sheds 
and mills. The places of their penetration into houses are doorsill (a bor- 
der of the worlds) and chimney flue (an entry from one world to another). 

The supernatural character of this figure is revealed by its invisibility, 
dumbness, physical anomalies (lacking one nostril), appearance in the 
darkness, and using different magical objects (invisible hat, staff, clew, 
etc.). 

Because of its ambivalent nature Domovoj could be both insidious (it 
attacks people at night and kills them) and virtuous (it attacks not every- 
body, but mainly kind and innocent people who then go to heaven; fulfills 
wishes and reads fortunes; brings fertility and abundance; etc.). 

Simultaneously, this figure’s dual nature can be traced to its demonic 
and divine characteristics (patron of the house, family, children and do- 
mestic animals; agrarian deity; patron of pottery, weaving, processing 
animal skin; mill work; demon of illness; antagonist of children and do- 
mestic animals, etc.). 

According to Avars’ beliefs, Domovoj has different appearances: he is 
amorphous with specific zoomorphic traits (Karalals, Gidatlins); amor- 
phous, zoomorphic and anthropomorphic (Andi people, Khunzakhs, An- 
dalals and Gunzibs, Akhvakhs), zoomorphic (Godoberins, Akhvaklhs of 
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Ratlub village, Avars of Tad-Magitl and Kudiyab-Roso villages); anthro- 
pomorphic (Botlikhs); anthropomorphic with zoomorphic features (Sala- 
tavs); a monster with a wolf's muzzle and a donkey’s head (Godoberins); a 
monster with wings (Gunzibs); a crock (Akhvakhs); a creature with a body 
and a hat made of burnt clay (Khunzakhs) (Luguev 1984). 

Domovoj’s gender differs radically. It can be neither man, nor woman 
(Khunzakhs, Andis, Andalals), woman (Karatins), or man (Karatins, Gi- 
datlins). 

It also has body defects: it lacks one of its nostrils (usually the left one, 
but in several cases, among the Khunzakhs and Andalals, the right one) 
(Andis, Godoberins, Akhvakhs, Koysubulins, Salatavs) or ears (Godo- 
berins); it is lame (Andalals of Sogratl village); short, roundish, with short 
legs (Khunzakhs); short (Andalals); with 99 tentacles (Koysubulins); a 
part of its body is brown, the other one white (Khunzakhs); a part of its 
body is made of meat, the other part of fish (Gidatlins). 

Domovoj attacks sleeping people and smothers them with its weight. 
The objects of its influence are people of any gender and age (every- 
where); mostly women (Akhvakhs, Karatins); pregnant women before 
childbirth and women recently confined (Salatavs); suckling babies (Kara- 
lals); small children (Botlikhs); kind and innocent people (Khunzakhs, 
Andalals); unmarried girls and boys (Khunzakhs); and old people (Gidat- 
lins). 

The house-spirit’s magic functions are to fulfill wishes (Godoberins, 
Akhvakhs, Karatins, Khunzakhs, Andalals, Gidatlins), to read fortune (An- 
dis, Bezhtins, Andalals), to show hidden treasures (Godoberins), and to 
help with housework (Karatins). 

Domovoj possesses magic objects, such as an invisible hat (Andis, Go- 
doberins, Karatins, Khunzakhs, Koysubulins, Karalals), a hat (Andalals, 
Salatavs), a golden hat (Khunzakhs, Andalals), a hat decorated with gold 
and precious stones (Akhvakhs), a hat decorated with silver (Gidatlins), a 
hat made of burnt clay (Khunzakhs), a necklace of big pearls (Karatins), a 
bag of silver (Karalals), a bag of money (Gidatlins), a staff (Salatavs), a 
golden staff (Salatavs), and golden scissors (Khunzakhs). In case of steal- 
ing one of these objects, Domovoj attacks the thief, takes its magic article 
and hits the person with all its five fingers. Its fingerprints remain on the 
body forever, and it is impossible to hide even under iron clothes. The fab- 
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ric always gets spoilt on that place (Andis, Khvarshins, Karatins, Khun- 
zakhs, Andalals, Gidatlins, Koysubulins, Salatavs). To steal and hold Do- 
movoj’s items was possible only if one escapes to a mosque (Karatins, Koy- 
subulins) or a place of ritual bathing (Koysubulins). 

The apotropaic means against Domovoj include sharp metallic items 
(knife, scissors), the Qur’an, amulets with verses from the Qur'an (every- 
where), as well as ritual self-profanation: it is necessary to eat a piece of 
bread in toilet (Andalals, Khunzakhs, Karalals, Koysubulins, Salatavs). 

What concerns the outer shape of Domovoj among the Dargins, it can 
be both amorphous, zoomorphic and anthropomorphic, as well as be in 
the form of real palpable material objects—soft, formless, heavy, some- 
times like a buffalo (Urakhins); a creature of indefinite form (Mekegins); 
an old shoe or a cat (Akushins of Kisha village); smooth by touch and 
heavy (Akushins of Akusha village); bodiless (Burkan-Dargins); as a sil- 
houette of an old man or as a hairy man in torn clothes with wooden 
necklace on his neck; as a felted shoe (Megebs); as a strong man; a person 
like mummer Kzarci (Kaytags of “Kattagan” society); a creature of male or 
female gender (Kaytags in Gulli village); a creature of neither male, nor 
female gender; to the question asked by woman it answers in a woman’s 
voice; as a cat; as a man with turned heels or hidden face and legs (Tsu- 
dakhars), etc. 

Among the Dargins, the house-spirit’s gender is defined as both a man 
or woman (Kaytags in Gulli village); neither man, nor woman (Tsuda- 
khars); it is of neutral gender and appears like animals and inanimate 
beings (Burkun-Dargins). 

Though in most cases Domovoj is speechless, it sometimes screams 
(gurguri-meguri, myammuri-muguri), cries, laughs, murmurs, utters mean- 
ingless sounds, or answers to questions and reads fortune. 

Besides, Domovoj could appear late in the evening (Megebs), during 
the hours of darkness (Kaytags in Gulli village), at midnight (Urakhins, 
Tsudakhars), at night (Urakhins, Kaytags, Burkun-Dargins, Mekegins, 
Akushins). 

The house-spirit, named Kivibilsi, according to the beliefs of the Ak- 
shins in Kisha village, in the shape of a cat helped to weave Ashure— 
hempy fabric. The Megebs imagine Khvyarka-Shaytan as a hairy man in 
torn clothes and a wooden necklace—a magic object—on his neck. Tsu- 
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dakhars describe Cebilxsxtan with a necklace of big wooden beads as his 
magic article. These beads were spindle-whorls, which were stolen from 
women by this creature. Mekegins also believe that house-spirit Kibirgoan 
stole spindle-whorls from women. It wore these spindle-whorls on a string 
on its neck. All these facts and attributes show that, possibly, among the 
Akushins, Megebs, Tsudakhars, and Mekegins Domovoj had some features 
and characteristics of the patron of weaving. 

In the Lak mythology, Domovoj is called Suhasulu. It has amorphous, 
zoo- and anthropomorphic appearance; it could be either a woman in 
torn clothes, or an old woman who had crocks of pottery instead of shoes 
on her feet, a broom wrapped in rags; it could feature also as a cat. Some- 
times it could have an appearance of a familiar woman. The name Suha- 
sulu is in fact a male name, meaning “Sulu of bins”. Places of Suhasulu’s 
habitation are bins, cellars where there is a lot of food. An attribute of Su- 
hasulu is a necklace made of donkey bones or pellets, which are allegedly 
precious stones or golden coins. Suhasulu comes to a house at night, at- 
tacks the person sleeping on his back and kills him. In order to get rid of 
the demon it is necessary to make a noise, to move at least the big toe or 
an eyelid. If somebody managed to take the necklace from Suhasulu’s 
neck, he or she were forever free of its attacks and acquired absolute 
power upon it. But nobody could ever keep the necklace, as the demon 
always took it back. 

In order to be safe from Suhasulu’s attacks, one has to pronounce 
some Muslim prayers before going to sleep, to wear amulets, to put a ves- 
sel with water, a knife or a dagger at the head of the bed. It was con- 
sidered that Suhasulu would not hurt the person who put a piece of bread 
in his mouth as soon as he woke up. Suhasulu had crocks of pottery 
instead of shoes on its feet. 
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